AN OPEN LETTER TO MY FELLOW FARMERS 


Many of you know me personally, for I am a fifth-generation farmer here 
in San Joaquin County, I own land near Linden, Lodi, and on Webb Island in 
the Delta, I grow or have grown nearly ali the major crops of this region, 
including grapes, plums, walnuts, tomatoes, sugar beets, asparagus and many 
others, 


You have probably heard by now that there’ is a drive under way to organize 
the agricultural workers of the Central Valley, I am writing this letter to 
you because of my own interest in this organizing effort, and because of my 
conviction that every working farmer should be similarly interested, 


AS A FARMER, I WILL SUPPORT THE UNIONIZATION OF AGRICULTURAL LABOR, 
Here are my reasons, 


First, as a churchman, I cannot condone the fact that, in our very rich 
San Joaquin Vallcy, the largest single segment of society is living in abject 
poverty, As a Presbyterian elder, I must accept my sworn responsibility to 
relieve such a situation in whatever way legally possible, And since my 
church and I believe in freedom of the individual rather than control by the 
state, what better way is there to help these people than to encourage them 
to help themselves? 


Second, as a citizen of this community, I anticipate a tremendous boom 
in our area if the income of such a large number of our people is increased, 
Imported laborers take home to their native land approximately three-fourths 
of their net U.S. earnings, Business and the entire community would profit — 
if this money were earned and spent by twenty to thirty thousand local workers, 


As a citizen of this commnity, I am also well aware of the indirect 
costs of disorganization in the farm labor market. The taxpayers of this 
county are paying heavily for the fact that farm work is unsteady and farm 
wages so low, ‘Such disorganization leads to relief programs, slum conditions; 
police problems, educational retardation, emotional disorders, broken families, 
lack of political participation, and many other social problems, Organization 
of the farm labor market will help tremendously to solve these problems in 
San Joaquin and other agricultural counties, 


Third, as a farmer, I believe that higher wages, based upon ability and 
training will be a great benefit to agriculture itself, Such wages will have 
at least two desirable results from the employer's viewpoint: (1) tiore farm 
Labor will become available; (2) this labor will be of a more reliable and 
responsible type, 


The difficulty in obtaining labor at a crucial moment of growth and har- 
vest of a crop is a common problem among farmers, The difficulty of holding 
the labor force and maintaining worker standards is also very well known, I 
am beset with all the financial problems of other farmers, But I would pay 


a good wage for a well trained two-pump irrigator who would stay on the job 
or be replaced immediately by another, equally skilled, I would pay well for 
a hoeing crew which would do the job as I wanted it done, and when I wanted it 
done, I am not alone in my willingness to pay good wages to good workers, 


It has been said that a strike at harvest would ruin the farmer. The last 
two years I watched my tomato crops rot in the fields because my imported crews 
became homesick for Mexico a month too soon. It was too late by that time to 
recruit local pickers, The farmer who cooperates with the agricultural workers 
union has at least as much to gain from the union as the union has to gain from 
him. Contracts signed in advance of the season could well contain no-strike 
clauses. As a result, the farmer would enjoy greater labor stability than he 
has today. 


The large farming syndicates which are able to hire labor at very low 
wages will be the only group with a difficult period of adjustment, On the 
other hand, the family farm will benefit most. When prices are depressed, 
the small farmer cuts down on his hired help in order to save the cost of 
labor; he attempts to do as much of his own work as possiblé. He is then 
automatically competing for a wage in the farm labor market, With taxes to 
pay, machinery upkeep, and general farm overhead, he is unable to support 
his family on the equivalent of the wages the syndicate pays. He is forced 
to sell out to the syndicate, 


It’ should be remembered that 90¢ an hour amounts to only about $150 a 
month, JI hope my fellow farmers will search their consciences and their 
pocketbooks, and ask themselves whether a. man, his wife, and his children, 
can live on 5150 a month, 


It has been said that agriculture, operating on a narrow profit margin, 
cannot afford to increase wages, I firmly believe that unionization of farm 
labor will prod farmers into organizing on their own behalf in order to receive 
higher prices for their products. This would be a revolutionary step in the 
history of agriculture--and one of the most desirable, It is basic to our way 
of life that groups of people organize in their own interest, and this applies 
to farm employers and farm employees alike. 


Industry has accepted unionization and adjusted to it. In most cases, this 
acceptance has paid dividends of a more stable, better qualified, and more pro- 
ductive labor force, I have no doubt the same will happen in agriculture. 


I have come to these conclusions slowly, after much thought and many years 
of study. I realize that. some of my friends and colleagues will disagree with: 
my conclusions. Some will not even try to understand what I say here. However, 
having spent a lifetime associating wth farmers, I believe I can say most of 
them are fair-minded; reasonable men, ~I am confident that many of my fellow 
working farmers will, upon reflection, agree with me that thé organization of 
farm workers is an eminently fair and reasonable development, and will, in fact, 
prove to be the spur which saves agricultural emloyers from their own dis- 
organization and weakness, 


I feel it is my duty, as a farmer, a citizen, and a man of God, to attempt 
to instill my influence into this ney union so that it may better become a 
strong force for the good 8f workers, employers, and all society, I trust 
other farmers, citizens, and men of God will join me in this effort, I feel 
it is my duty, also, to make my stand public, through this open letter,in order 
that some, at least, may learn from my observations and accept, rather than fight, 
a movement they will never halt, 


Frederick S, Van Dyke 

Van Dyke Ranch 

Copperopolis Road 
tockton, California 


July 12, 1959 


